Rural Renaissance: The Redevelopment of Rapid City, South Dakota by Tysdal, Callie S.
Macalester College
DigitalCommons@Macalester College
Geography Honors Projects Geography Department
Spring 5-6-2013
Rural Renaissance: The Redevelopment of Rapid
City, South Dakota
Callie S. Tysdal
Macalester College, callie.tysdal@gmail.com
Follow this and additional works at: http://digitalcommons.macalester.edu/geography_honors
Part of the Human Geography Commons, and the Nature and Society Relations Commons
This Honors Project - Open Access is brought to you for free and open access by the Geography Department at DigitalCommons@Macalester College.
It has been accepted for inclusion in Geography Honors Projects by an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@Macalester College. For more
information, please contact scholarpub@macalester.edu.
Recommended Citation
Tysdal, Callie S., "Rural Renaissance: The Redevelopment of Rapid City, South Dakota" (2013). Geography Honors Projects. Paper 38.
http://digitalcommons.macalester.edu/geography_honors/38
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Rural Renaissance: The Redevelopment of Rapid City, South Dakota 
Callie Tysdal 
April 15, 2013 
 
 
Advised by David Lanegran, Geography Department 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 1 
 
 
 
 
Table of Contents 
Abstract ......................................................................................................................................................... 2 
Acknowledgments ......................................................................................................................................... 3 
Introduction & Research Question ................................................................................................................ 4 
Methodology ................................................................................................................................................. 5 
Introduction to South Dakota and Rapid City ............................................................................................... 8 
Rapid City as Urban .................................................................................................................................... 13 
Political Characterizations ................................................................................................................... 13 
Rapid City Quantified .......................................................................................................................... 17 
Rapid City as Rural ..................................................................................................................................... 20 
Rural Debates ........................................................................................................................................ 20 
Academic Delineations ....................................................................................................................... 21 
The Rural Idyll .................................................................................................................................... 26 
Discourse of Rurality ............................................................................................................................ 32 
Remote City ......................................................................................................................................... 32 
Local Discussion of Rurality ............................................................................................................... 34 
New Changes: Downtown Redevelopment ................................................................................................ 40 
Main Street Square: Reinforcement of a Rural Sense of Place ................................................................... 43 
A Passage of Wind and Water .................................................................................................................... 51 
Conclusion .................................................................................................................................................. 55 
Figures ........................................................................................................................................................ 57 
Bibliography ............................................................................................................................................... 69 
 
 
  
 2 
Abstract 
By many quantitative measures set by the United States Census and academic literature, 
Rapid City, South Dakota is an urban settlement. However, Rapid City is a thriving example of 
how a city and its residents willfully and overtly ascribe to a rural identity. This rural character is 
very present in local discussions, events, lifestyles, and institutions in Rapid City. As recently as 
2012, the previously fading downtown of Rapid City has undergone a renewal that cannot escape 
notice. Main Street Square, a new downtown attraction that provides outdoor gathering spaces 
for entertainment, recreation, and cuisine, has brought new life to a downtown area that was 
otherwise dormant. This downtown revitalization ascribes to a brand based on situational rurality 
and the lifestyle of the local community. This paper elaborates on downtown Rapid City’s recent 
renaissance and how it has reinforced its unique dual nature as a rural city.  
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Introduction & Research Question 
 On the surface, the existence of a rural city seems perplexing. After all, rural and urban 
are often construed as polar opposites. Though some may venture to admit they can share 
characteristics or functions on certain levels, the urban-rural divide is very much alive. This has 
been replicated in academic debates, media outlets, and even over the kitchen table. Defining the 
essence of rural, or urban for that matter, is a complex, interdisciplinary endeavor. It is a 
discussion that has little hope of becoming resolved. But what if one were able to suspend their 
disbelief to accept that a rural city can and does exist? 
By many quantitative measures set forth by the United States Census, United States 
Department of Agriculture, and academic literature, Rapid City, South Dakota is an urban 
settlement. However, Rapid City is a thriving example of how a city and its residents willfully 
and overtly ascribe to a rural identity in the face of an urban transition. This rural character is 
very present in local discussions, events, lifestyles, and institutions in Rapid City. The previously 
fading downtown of Rapid City has undergone a renewal that cannot escape notice. Main Street 
Square, a new downtown attraction that provides outdoor gathering spaces for entertainment, 
recreation, and cuisine, has brought new life to the downtown area. This downtown revitalization 
ascribes to a brand based on situational rurality and the lifestyle of the local community. This 
paper elaborates on downtown Rapid City’s recent renaissance and how it has asserted itself as a 
rural city. 
 This paper is comprised of three parts. Firstly, Rapid City is identified as an urban space. 
Rapid City is often discussed in terms of quantifiable variables which often do not capture a 
regional identity or sense of place. Secondly, through this lense of local identity, Rapid City can 
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more completely be understood as a unique example of a rural city. Thirdly, the Rapid City’s 
rural identity is evaluated in terms of its recent downtown revitalization, especially how it has 
retained a rural sense of place in the face of urban growth. 
Methodology 
 Research for this paper was conducted in various ways from the summer of 2012 to the 
middle of 2013. Extensive informant interviews were conducted with various community leaders 
who were most directly involved in the revitalization of downtown. This included discussions 
with Main Street Square director Megan Karbowski, Main Street Square assistant director 
Marcel Wahlstrom, Destination Rapid City president and CEO Dan Senftner, external project 
manager and discussion facilitator Ginny Nelson, and administrative assistant Rhea Landholm. 
Informal discussions with receptionist and assistant bookkeeper Alicia Villa, grounds crew Perry 
Schlepp and Manuel Davila, and Rapid City Sculpture Project Community Outreach Coordinator 
Anna Huntington were also conducted while I was a participant observer in the Main Street 
Square and Destination Rapid City offices during the month of January of 2013.  
Because this project attempts to classify a local sense of place, many telling 
conversations took place in informal, active settings. Many locals volunteered information and 
opinions at events that corresponded with downtown events. I was a participant observer in 
numerous downtown events during the 2012 summer where locals were most inclined to give 
their direct opinions of the downtown revitalization project. I further participated in art events 
surrounding the selection and introduction of artist Masayuki Nagase. I both engaged in and 
observed casual conversations surrounding his selection at his official selection opening at the 
Dahl Arts Center in January of 2013. I also conducted a formal interview with Lynn Thorpe, 
member of the art sculptor selection committee.  
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I also conducted formal and informal interviews outside of the downtown development 
project and its events. These took place at almost any setting within the greater area both with 
strangers and people I was already acquainted with. From coffee shops to barbeques, many 
people were very excited to share their opinions on whether or not they considered Rapid City 
rural and how they fit into the discussion. This population sample varied from people who had 
lived in the area their entire life to new arrivals and visitors. 
Much of this paper depends upon a large understanding of how rural is lived and 
understood within Rapid City. I relied on my twenty-one years as a regional Rapid City resident 
to formulate a rural methodology based on a relatively static interpretation of rural, even amidst 
an urban transformation. I firstly understood rural to be a self-ascribed label, one that often came 
up in both formal and informal settings to describe both the interviewee and Rapid City. Because 
rural areas are often small, rural was also understood as familiarity with other community 
members. This was easily observed in both daily life and downtown events. The community ties 
were often so strong that it was sometimes difficult to maintain an informal conversations 
without being interrupted by the acquaintance of an interviewee. A familiarity with the area was 
also telling of how Rapid City residents were aware of the larger regional setting. 
Comprehension of remoteness was also indicative of rurality. Interviewees often brought up the 
physical isolation of Rapid City and the surrounding areas from other parts of the United States 
as indicative of a rural way of life, one separate from other ‘real’ urban areas. Overall, a sense of 
place was interpreted as a casual comfort with the region, its people, events, and environment. 
Extensive energy was put into discourse analysis of local media sources and academia. 
Special attention was paid to the editorial and community opinion sections. Rural lifestyle 
references and community cohesion was a consistent theme. There was also a strong sense of 
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South Dakotan solidarity, one that often informs a consistent commitment to local rather than 
national scales of representation 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 8 
Introduction to South Dakota and Rapid City 
To best understand Rapid City and its population, one must first have background 
information on South Dakota and the city’s history.  The state is often presented, at least in the 
mainstream media, as pertinent only because of its natural features, famed Mount Rushmore, and 
nostalgic cultural stereotypes. Images of the Wild West pioneer, the cowboy, and Native 
American villages, though not an accurate representation of the State today, do allude to certain 
historical events and populations that contribute to the state’s history. This mythic, patriotic 
symbolism does little justice to the actual geography of the region, especially in regards to its 
contemporary population and resulting landscape. 
Just as many nations' borders were arbitrarily drawn by economic powers, South Dakota 
too was shaped in such a fashion. To Europe, the French were the original owners of what has 
come to be known as Vente de la Louisiane, or the Louisiana Purchase. The Louisiana Purchase 
was eventually split into territories, which yielded, in 1889, what is  now known as South Dakota 
(Milton 1997, 20). None of these historical “boundaries” of South Dakota specifically 
corresponded with any physical or cultural borders. 
The state is divided into the East and West both economically as well as socially by the 
Missouri River (Berg 1982, 42). Depending on which side of the river one is born on, one is 
almost often socially predisposed to certain ideals, activities, and characteristics. This is due to 
the great difference in both topography, climate, and economic opportunity observed in the 
contrasting halves of the state. The importance of this geographic divide is documented 
tangentially to Anglo exploration and settlement of the area. 
John Wesley Powell, a well-known explorer and geologist of the nineteenth century was 
acutely aware of a new social and economic structure for lands lying west of this monumental 
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river (Milton 1997, 14).  His expertise in science allowed him to assert with authority that 
farmers “taking up land beyond the Missouri would face dramatically different circumstances” 
than in East River. East River is said to be “a continuation of Iowa and Minnesota farm land, 
with the latter's recreational lake region duplicated in the northeastern section” (WPA 1930, 4).   
The soil of West River is rich with gumbo, a soil composed of high percentage of clay that is 
sticky when wet, extremely hard when dry, and very difficult to cultivate (Milton 1997, 19). 
Specific farming and tilling techniques were invented just to manage and cultivate that particular 
soil. Until the 21st century it was universally acknowledged that “across the Missouri River the 
large fringe of the Middle West's rich farming region merges into the first long reaches of the 
western cattle and mining empire” (WPA 4). 
 Though the region has a rich history of Native American use, both for quotidian life and 
more sacred ceremonies, this paper will be focusing on the development of Rapid City due to an 
Anglo inward migration after the discovery of gold in the Black Hills. Though many people 
heeded the call of a gold rush in 1874, two men have been singled out as the founders of Rapid 
City. John Brennan and Samuel Scott headed a small party of men that camped in the current 
area of Cleghorn Springs in February 1876 (Rapid City Chamber of Commerce). After surveying 
the area, they settled on a square mile parcel of land, apportioning six blocks in the center to be 
the business district (Groethe 2002, 5). Determined to make this new town a viable living area, 
committees were appointed to lure prospective merchants and their families to create a 
community in this new town. By August of the same year, over 100 people had made Rapid City 
their home. 
 By 1885, Rapid City had established its own institution of higher learning: the Dakota 
School of Mines. Now known as the South Dakota School of Mines and Technology, the college 
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offered innovative support for gold miners (Rapid City Chamber of Commerce). It also helped 
supplement the Rapid City population with a steady educational system. This growing town was 
hailed as the “Gateway to the Black Hills.” Men looking to find their fortunes began to 
accumulate in the new town.  
Rapid City also became known as the “Hay Camp” a nickname earned by the high 
volumes of supplies shipped through the town on their way to the gold mines in the Black Hills. 
Rapid City, though initially dependent on the gold trade, rode the booms and survived the busts 
between 1880 and 1920 (Rapid City Chamber of Commerce). By the end of this boom and bust 
cycle, Rapid City had a slowly increasing population. The region was part of the national 
consciousness not only because of its mountain gold stores but because of its variety of natural 
beauty. In 1927 President Calvin Coolidge moved the White House to the Black Hills for the 
summer, the same year in which construction of Gutzon Borglum’s Mount Rushmore began 
(Rapid City Chamber of Commerce). 
Rapid City’s population continued to grow. An enduring gold enterprise and a 
blossoming tourist industry based around the Black Hills and Badlands increased Rapid City’s 
stability. By 1930, the population had plateaued around 10,000 (Rapid City Journal Editorial, US 
Census Bureau 2010). There was no recorded monumental growth until, during World War II, 
the War Department established Ellsworth Air Force base 10 miles east of town on January 2nd, 
1942 (Air Force Historical Research Agency 2012). This increased the population by 150 percent 
to 25,312 by 1950, and further solidified Rapid City as a regional center (“Rapid City small but 
growing”).It has consistently aided growth and ensured the local economy ever since.  The post-
war boom augmented the population to 42,390 people in 1960, and by the 1980s had reached 
50,000 (US Census Bureau 2010).  
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Even in the face of adversity, Rapid City continued to endure. In June of 1972, record 
rainfall flooded the entire region. For Rapid City this meant over 66 million dollars of damage, 
238 deaths, along with countless injuries and trauma (Rapid City Library, 2012). The storm 
devastated all areas within Rapid Creek’s floodplain and damaged much of the downtown 
infrastructure. This brought about a new era of city planning of turning floodplains into green 
space, though downtown was relatively unchanged (Nelson, Senftner 2013).  
Rapid City officially occupies 55.49 square miles, roughly located at the intersection of 
Interstate 90 and State Highway 16 (see figure 8). Downtown is located in the geographic core of 
the city limits and has an elevation of 3,202 feet. Large scale retail development is concentrated 
on the northern boundaries, while smaller business tend to cluster on Mount Rushmore Road, 
West Main Street, Jackson Boulevard, East North Street, and Lacrosse Street. Residential areas 
make up the majority of the remaining space not restricted by the variant landscape. 
The city is subject to a diverse topography that incorporates it into the eastern edge of the 
Black Hills and determines its internal layout. Rapid City is physically divided in half by series 
of hills called the Dakota Hogback (see figure 10). Rapid City's "Westside" is located in the Red 
Valley, an area often threatened by wildfire due to its situation as Black Hills foothills. The 
“Eastside” lies in the wide valley of Rapid Creek beyond the Hogback and extends to a large 
high plateau which forms the current south edge of Rapid City. Rapid Creek also divides the city 
as well as the Hogback itself. This body of water runs west to east and has a large floodplain that 
is almost exclusively used as park space after the flood of 1972. 
 Rapid City is regional hub for both services and entertainment. Rapid City Regional 
Hospital is located in the southern portion of the city and, according to their website, is the major 
regional medical care center, serving a regional population of 360,000 people each year 
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(Regional Health 2012). Combined with Indian Health Service’s Sioux San Hospital, the Rapid 
City medical industry serves a five state region. There are seven post-secondary academic 
institutions included the South Dakota School of Mines and Technology and Western Dakota 
Technical Institute. There are successful minor league baseball and hockey teams based in Rapid 
City. There are three movie theaters, several museums dedicated to regional history and geology, 
and numerous arts and theater institutions. 
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Rapid City as Urban 
This brief history brings us to the Rapid City of today. The following section will 
introduce the contemporary context of Rapid City. It will focus on its official designation as the 
urbanized portion of a metropolitan statistical area and its place on the USDA Rural-Urban 
Continuum. Special emphasis is placed on the shortcomings of these government definitions of 
urban. 
Political Characterizations 
Rapid City cannot be found in academic literature discussing rural or urban space. One 
place in which a definitive delineation of Rapid City as either rural or urban can be found, 
however, is within United States political agencies that manage population data. Government 
policy is predominantly based on definitions that define rural in terms of established quantitative 
measurements which treat rural as any space that is non-urban. Though academic literature raises 
questions of rural identity, official policy put forth by the US government does not focus on a 
sense of place. Policy is predominantly based on definitions that define rural in terms of 
quantitative measurements. The United States Census Bureau and the USDA are two such 
political institutions that bolster generalizing treatment of rural places solely based on 
numerically calculable data and statistical modeling. 
Prior to 1950, the United States Census Bureau classified any “population, housing, and 
territory located within incorporated places with a population over 2,500” to be an urban area 
(US Census 2010). The realms of rural and urban were still relatively dichotomous at the time. 
By the 1950 census, with the rise of suburbanization, it became apparent that this simplistic 
classification system no longer accurately classified population statistics (Office of Management 
and Budget 2010, 37246). The Office of Management and Budget (OMB), known at the time as 
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the Bureau of the Budget, led the effort to re-examine the urban areas and the creation of a new 
measure: the standard metropolitan area.  
Thus Metropolitan Statistical Areas were introduced as a way to understand the more 
intricate patterns of urban areas and their hinterlands. According to the OMB, a Metropolitan 
Statistical Area is: 
“A Core Based Statistical Area associated with at least one urbanized area that has a population of at least 
50,000. The Metropolitan Statistical Area comprises the central county or counties containing the core, plus 
adjacent outlying counties having a high degree of social and economic integration with the central county 
or counties (OMB 2010, 37252).” 
This measure introduced new criteria such as population density, settlement patterns as they 
related to administrative units, and populations existing outside incorporated municipalities 
needed to be considered. In addition, the Census began defining “urbanized areas” as population 
centers of at least 50,000 residents in a core area(Office of Management and Budget 2010, 
37246). Though small adjustments have been made to these urban definitions with each decade, 
the census still retains the core criteria from the 1950 revisions. 
In 2000, the Census Bureau began integrating Geographic Information Systems (GIS) 
and spatial data processing to classify areas as either urban or rural on a more consistent, national 
basis. Instead of manually delineating urban areas, the Census Bureau developed an automated 
computer software that examined population density and a host of other criteria. According to 
Census statements this “new automated urban area delineation methodology provided for a more 
objective application of criteria compared to previous censuses in which individual geographers 
applied the urban area criteria to delineate urban areas interactively (OMB 2000, 52175 ).” This 
approach was instituted so as to establish a baseline to provide comparable data for future 
decades. 
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The US Census Bureau is just one federal organization that attempts to define rural and 
urban. The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) also has formulated a strategy by 
which to evaluate spatial statistics. They developed a classification system known as the Rural 
Urban Continuum that, according to their website, “distinguishes metropolitan (metro) counties 
by the population size of their metro area, and nonmetropolitan (non-metro) counties by degree 
of urbanization and adjacency to a metro area or areas ”. This coding system separates counties 
into nine separate categories that include “completely rural, non-adjacent to a metro area” to 
“metro area of one million population or more”. This coding scheme was originated in 1975 by 
David L. Brown, Fred K. Hines, and John M. Zimmer for the Economic Research Service 
(Parker 2012). It was updated after both the 1980 and 1990 censuses, with a somewhat more 
restrictive procedure for determining metro adjacency (Parker 2012).  
Of course almost all rural areas have some form of dependence on urban areas, 
population statistics do not accurately capture how these various categories actually relate to and 
play off each other. The categories themselves are only relative measures of whether an area is 
metro or non-metro. This allows for policymakers to treat rural areas as subsidiary to urban areas. 
It also effectively legitimizes rural areas as only relevant within the scope of urban areas. 
Furthermore, rural places are not treated as uniquely functioning communities, but rather the 
lowest county step on the rural/urban continuum.  
Some academics have called for the investigation of spaces that are in a slightly different 
vein than that of the dichotomous rural or urban. Rural-urban space is defined as a unique 
amalgamation of both rural and urban characteristics in a discrete environment. Partridge et al. 
discuss the need to investigate rural-urban land use patterns, but pause to admit that this 
endeavor is extremely difficult both conceptually and methodologically (2008a, 441). 
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Considerations such as a relevant spatial scale that can account for processes at both low (local)  
and high (aggregate) scales are problematized by the overwhelming notion that these processes 
are often codetermined. That is to say that a statistical separation of these factors may not 
accurately represent rural-urban phenomena. Furthermore, statistically significant spatial 
interactions can simply be the result of a non-substantive spatial correlation (Partridge 2008a, 
442). This is further complicated when the spatial scale of the underlying process does not 
correspond the scale at which the process is observed, often due to aggregate data limitations 
(Partridge 2008a, 442). In rural-urban areas, precision is key. 
Population and population density cannot define what it means to be rural. Official 
definitions of “urban” and “rural” based on population density are credited by experts as being 
“too arbitrary to describe the rural-urban interface (Partridge 2008b, 9)”. Purely quantitative 
measures such as these are arbitrary in nature. How does a town of 2,499 people truly differ from 
a town of 2,500? Modeling, an important deduction tool in geography, seeks to find correlation 
that can be explained by causation of individual behavior with the aggregate outcome. Model 
based research, though useful in generalizing over large expanses of data and space, is often 
intransigent when it comes to particular regional specifications and deviations from the norm of 
the model. Renowned rural geographer Brian Ilbery states that “much of the current empirical 
work relies on reduced-form models, and additional structural modeling is needed to better 
identify the potential causal linkages among the many inter- dependent processes that influence 
urban-rural growth” (2008, 451). Although geographers know many of the demographic and 
economic characteristics correlated with rural space, more research needs to be dedicated to 
discover actual growth mechanisms and empirical properties. 
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Both the OMB and the USDA openly admit to the shortcomings of using statistical data 
as a basis for policy and programs. Even those behind generalized population based 
categorization admit its faults. Because most statistical geography is based in automated 
modeling, a highly generalized outcome is reached. Census data is aggregated for the Rural 
Urban continuum at the county level. The USDA admits that “these completely computerized 
techniques for identifying and bounding urban areas have enlarged the urban population” (USDA 
ERA website, 2012). It is not possible to redefine Rural-Urban Continuum Codes for prior 
censuses in a manner consistent with those of 2003” (USDA ERA website, 2012). The OMB 
recognizes these faults and makes it clear that it does not “take into account or attempt to 
anticipate any public or private sector non-statistical uses that may be made of the delineations”  
(OMB 2010, 37246).  
Rapid City Quantified 
 When ‘city’ is in the place name of an established population center, certain preconceived 
notions are already brought to mind. This is certainly the case with Rapid City. The name itself 
suggests a fast-paced or quickly growing urban area. The US Census does define Rapid City and 
its surrounding communities as an urban settlement in the almost exclusively rural state of South 
Dakota. But just how reflective are federal definition of Rapid City and its citizens? 
 Rapid City is the heart of the aptly named Rapid City Metropolitan Statistical Area. This 
includes Meade and Pennington counties, with a total of 25 separate communities. Metropolitan 
Statistical Areas are defined as a geographical region with a relatively high population density at 
its core and close economic ties throughout the area. A Metropolitan statistical area includes 
counties with commuting linkages of 25% to the central core (OMB 2010, 38247).  That being 
said, Rapid City itself barely meets the Census requirements for an urbanized area. With a land 
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area of 55 square miles and a population barely reaching 67,956, Rapid City has a population 
density of approximately 1,227 persons per square mile (Census Bureau 2010). This is surely 
urban relative to the entirety of the defined metropolitan area, but sparse in comparison with 
other urban areas such as Denver or Minneapolis. 
The largest communities after Rapid City in the statistical area are Rapid Valley and 
Ellsworth Air Force Base, each with a population of close to 8,000. Ellsworth Air Force Base, 
one of the nation’s two B1-Bomber hubs, is a full 10 miles east of Rapid on interstate 90. 
Established on the heels of World War II, Ellsworth has fashioned itself into a stable, periphery 
community. Though supportive of Rapid City both economically and politically, Ellsworth is 
also separate in both space and function. The Air Force base provides a steady supplement to 
Rapid City Metropolitan population while being almost completely self-sufficient. The base has 
housing, educational facilities, health care, and amenities. Many base residents contribute to the 
Rapid City economy through retail shopping and employment. With a consistently changing and 
transferring of military personnel, Ellsworth augments the metro statistics of the area with a 
misleadingly stable yet transient source of population.  
Another fascinating area associated with Rapid City is Rapid Valley. Though not 
included in Rapid City proper, Rapid Valley is effectively a suburban extension of the urban 
population (see figures 11 & 12).. There is little to no separation of the residents of Rapid City 
and Rapid Valley. Though municipally different, it is not a rural-urban interface. Rapid City 
often talks of annexing this particular portion of its urban sprawl. That being said, Rapid Valley 
does afford residents larger property acreages, often with enough space for small-scale farming 
and animal husbandry, which furthers the connection to rural livelihoods within Rapid City. 
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The land area encompassed by the Rapid City statistical area is enormous. Meade County 
and Pennington County encompass a total land area of 6,247 square miles. The next most 
populous community, Sturgis, is 28 miles from Rapid City. From there the geographical 
separation from Rapid City proper becomes more vast. Faith, a town of barely 400 people, is a 
129 miles away. Other towns are dispersed throughout the Black Hills, separated by physical 
landforms in addition to raw mileage.  
Because Meade and Pennington counties are so spatially vast, small scale-maps based on 
county data often show the Rapid City Statistical Area as a cohesive urban space. In figure 4, the 
statistical area appears to takes up one third of western South Dakota. Misleading as it may be in 
terms of actual urban space, it is rather telling of how Rapid City is an integral part of such a vast 
space, a connection which will be expanded upon in the next section.  
Another way in which Rapid City is quantified is in terms of the United States 
Department of Agriculture’s Rural Urban Continuum. Its metropolitan counties are classified as 
a three, the lowest rung of the metropolitan section of the urban rural continuum. A three refers 
to counties in a metropolitan area with less than 250,000 people. Rapid City however, was only 
recently reclassified as such. As alluded to in the previous sections, Rapid City’s population 
growth is a recent phenomenon. In 1983, Pennington County was a five, and by 1993 had 
skipped the fourth category to be classified as a three. The change in Meade county is even more 
drastic. In 1983, was considered a seven or “urban population of 2,500 to 19,999, not adjacent to 
a metro area”(See figures 6 & 7). By 1993 it was classified as adjacent to a metro area (level six). 
By 2003, Meade county had skipped two more levels to be on par with Pennington County’s 
three designation (Rural Urban Continuum Codes data sets 1983,1993, 2003). 
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Rapid City as Rural 
In the case of Rapid City, a formulaic definition does not accurately capture how the term 
rural is understood and preserved. Official terminology and generalized definitions of rural, 
though useful in formulating broad policy covering the entirety of the United States, do not 
change how people identify with the term in Rapid City as observed in formal and informal 
conversations. These local viewpoints paint a different, view often divergent from the 
overarching statistical classification. Rapid City is an example of how a city, when in transition 
towards a more urban reality, can still understand itself as rural and uphold this term as a genuine 
representation of its population.  
Rural, for the purposes of this paper, is a signifier of identity that is understood in specific 
locales by the populations that live there. It facilitates understanding of how locals live and 
business is conducted. An understanding of rural as an embodiment, based on localized 
understanding of the term, best represents the populations of any given place, especially Rapid 
City. Rural, as a site specific interpretation is contestable, primarily because it obfuscates the 
possibility of a generalized rural terminology that can cover a broad spectrum of space and place. 
This, however, is a necessary sacrifice in order to best represent the reality of how rural is lived 
and should be thus interpreted in real time and space. 
 
Rural Debates 
 Though Rapid Citians have a specific understanding of rural, it is imperative that it be put 
into a broader, more established context. The following chapter discusses how rural is treated by 
academics and non-rural peoples on a scale larger than Rapid City.  
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Academic Delineations 
The validation of “rural”, and what exactly the parameters are of that term, is heavily 
contested in academia. Geographers are credited with a number of approaches that loosely define 
rural. Dr. Paul Cloke, professor of Geography at the University of Exeter, in his Handbook of 
Rural Studies, outlines three frameworks that can be chronologically observed in recent history. 
Firstly, rural places were seen through a functional perspective in which their overall 
identification was tied to their specific, base level functional characteristics. Secondly, a 
political-economic perspective was adopted in order to locate rural places within a larger and 
increasingly globalized environment. The third stage treats rurality as a social construct, meaning 
that the “importance of the ‘rural’ lies in the fascinating world of social, cultural, and moral 
values that have become associated with rurality, rural spaces, and rural life” (Cloke 1989, 851).  
Rural geography was treated as an assortment of networks, often comprising hybrid space (Cloke 
1989, 851). 
Dr. Michael Woods, professor of Geography at Aberystwyth University, also defines the 
trajectory of the rural definition in his textbook Rural Geography, though in a more nuanced 
fashion. His categorization of rural echoes Dr. Keith Halfacree’s seminal paper Locality and 
social representation: space, discourse and alternative definitions of the rural. Halfacree 
separates rural approaches into four categories: descriptive definitions, socio-cultural definitions, 
the rural as locality, and the rural as social representation. Descriptive definitions are based on 
“socio-spatial characteristics as measured through statistical indicators”(Woods 2005a, 5). 
Descriptive definitions assume that, through statistical modeling, one can observe an evident, 
geographical distinction between rural and urban areas. Socio-cultural definitions attempt to 
define rural societies as ones that have identities distinct from urban societies and are based on 
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“behaviors, values, and social and cultural characteristics”(Woods 2005a, 9). Relegating the rural 
as a locality focuses on the processes that may create discrete rural spaces. A locality based 
terminology suggests that rural space be associated with primary production, have low 
population densities, and held specific roles in consumption (Woods 2005a, 10). Understanding 
rural as such is reductive and does not reflect migratory, functional, or demographic shifts. The 
fourth approach argues that rural is a social representation, or a construction of identity that 
exists only “in as much as people imagine it to exist” (Halfacree 1993, 29).  This approach 
insinuates that a definite quintessence of rurality is implausible, rather that it is a category 
mitigated by individuals who fabricate an understanding of rural and then disingenuously 
embody it.  
The social representation model is closest related to the thesis of this paper, but does little 
to actually support the existence of rural space as created by identity. The social representation 
approach is contentious because it defines the rural only as “words and concepts understood and 
used by people in everyday life”  (Halfacree 1993, 29). This implies an imagined social space, 
which undermines defining an actual location, and its residents, as rural. Furthermore, this 
approach suggests that “people have preconceived ideas about what ‘rurality’ means” which 
means that “if people think that they live in a rural area, and have preconceived ideas about what 
rural life should be like, it can influence their attitudes and behavior” (Woods 2005a, 11). This 
distances the concept from a feasible, genuine realization of rural by local populations. 
The term rural became obfuscated by such an enormity of discourse that Keith Hoggart, 
professor of Geography at King’s College, suggested that the term be done away with entirely, 
arguing that it was a “confusing, chaotic conception that lacked explanatory power” (1990, 247). 
Though this proposition was not taken seriously, it did signal a shift towards a more objective 
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delineation of the term. Woods credits the qualitative, socio-cultural definition with inspiring an 
“introspective” feel within the discipline. Theorists and intellectuals began revisiting and re-
evaluating historical definitions of rurality in the 1990s (2005a, 11). There was a move to blur 
the spatial boundaries of rural geography research, making it more interdisciplinary, a maneuver 
which would allow for both social and statistical definitions to coincide. This approach, however, 
was met with dissention. Academics pointed out that the rural condition, especially the identity it 
encompasses, is still informed by the spatial situation of being removed from urban space. In 
effect, many were dissatisfied with the term’s departure from quantitative ideology. Inevitably 
new geospatial technology was used to reinforce a more quantitative definition and lessen the 
possibility of the ecological fallacy of earlier georeferencing methods.  It also distanced the term 
from the less tangible characteristics of identity and community behavior. Descriptive definitions 
based on equitable statistics, geographical distinction, and population numbers also furthered the 
rural-urban dichotomy by reinforcing a negative definition in which an urban area is 
characterized first, thus anywhere outside of that area is designated as rural. 
Furthermore, qualitative rurality is treated as relative to an overarching urban definition. 
Rural places are treated as smaller places with micro-urban needs and functions. Mark Partridge, 
Chair of Rural-Urban policy at Ohio State University, specifically discusses the economic 
treatment of rural as an extension of urban space. He points to the lessening of the rural-urban 
dichotomy as symptomatic of economic interdependence. Primary industries emerged in rural 
areas, supporting economic and actual growth of the nation. Urban settlements originated as hubs 
that served these rural communities and facilitated the export of their goods. The rural economy 
was overwhelmingly goods-based with transportation costs determining the proximity of urban 
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settlements to serve rural needs. Nowadays, rural is seen as subsidiary to urban areas, an 
effective appendix to urban needs and functions. 
Though general trends can be identified in discourse, the rural appellation is far from 
cohesive at a global scale. There are also regional differences in the treatment of the term and its 
applications. There is an “uneven adoption of critically engaged and theoretically informed 
perspectives between rural geographers in different countries” (Woods 2009, 1). It is generally 
observed that countries such as Britain and New Zealand, have a more rigorous and decided 
engagement with the rural geography discipline than their American counterparts. Continuing 
“parochialism” in these countries is credited with constraining a more even flow of intellectual 
advancements (Woods 2009, 4). This necessitates a United States specific definition of rurality, 
especially when it comes to the implementation of policy and aid in the hopes of rural 
sustainability. 
Regardless of approach, many academics assume an alarmist tone when discussing the 
future of rural America. Journalist Richard Wood takes a rather bleak view of rural American life. 
He draws corollaries between rural America and doomed inner city neighborhoods. Both have a 
declining availability and quality of services, an aging population, teenage brain drain, and 
school districting problems (2008b 4). The defeatist attitude of rural shrinkage is credited as 
pervading the rural psyche, further pushing people to settle in larger towns as a preventive 
measure. While this assertion is true in some circumstances, a fear of dissipation can also make 
ruralites feel defensive and protective of their rural position. 
David McGranahan describes the contemporary diversification of the rural job market, 
emphasizing its more dismal ramifications. He separates contemporary rural America from its 
historical association with agriculture, especially with the rural transition to support service 
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industries (2003, 136). To support his observations, McGranahan creates an interdisciplinary 
work that borrows from geography, rural sociology, and rural ecology. He elaborates on rural 
sociological concerns about the expansion of services and whether they create “good” or “bad” 
jobs (2003, 141). He asserts that “good” rural jobs are provided for the well-educated but the 
majority of employment opportunities are the “bad” jobs which are low paying, part-time, and 
without benefits. He takes a rather pessimistic view of the rural job market, but does suggest that 
it may still be viable if steps are taken to make it pertinent with the onslaught of globalization. 
Some authors suggest new ways in which rural areas can ensure their survival, but often 
succumb to treating rural places as micro-urban areas. Often proposed means of revitalization 
and reinvestment follow models that would better serve larger areas. Peter Brink, former Vice 
President of the National Trust for Historic Preservation extols the merits of preservation 
strategies and heritage based tourism. He builds on already existing movements from state and 
local leaders that turn to tourism as a way to bolster their respective communities (Brink 1998, 
34). His plan for preservation tourism is not particularly addressed towards rural communities, 
though does present possible avenues for rural development of this idea. 
Brink relies heavily on the Main Street movement to fortify his argument in the rural 
sphere. The communities he describes are in close proximity to an area or group of people 
already known to the American public. Amish or American Indian culture is often seen as a pull 
factor for tourism (Brink 1998, 32). This strategy relies on the othering of a group of people, 
perhaps one that is not even part of the actual community that capitalizes on it. This sort of 
cultural commodification is contestable and questionable. It often does not represent overarching 
identities that encapsulate both majority and minority groups. 
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Possibilities of economic diversification through heritage tourism do touch on a rural 
identity, but do so only as a function of preserving an older identity or othering reality. Heritage 
tourism is a viable option for small towns already known in the broader, tourist industry in the 
United States. It is largely unrealistic for a fading community to attempt a heritage based tourist 
industry from the ground up. They would also have to put a large effort into marketing their town, 
something that would simply be unaffordable. 
The Rural Idyll 
Often disengaged from academic or political inclinations, popular culture also interprets 
the rural term. This definition of rural is important to discuss because it touches upon how 
everyday people relate and propagate their own definition of rural, especially on qualitative 
grounds. Primarily based on popularized idealizations the idyll departs from quantitative analysis 
in favor of picturesque rural life, landscapes, and people. With immense popularity in the media, 
it is often held as truth by those removed from actual rural settings, such as those in urban or 
suburban areas. It is yet another example of how the rural concept is subject to a generalized 
understanding. 
The rural idyll, like any stereotype has some semblance of truth to it, but is for the most 
part an inaccurate representation of rural identity. Historically, definitions of rural society 
produced a standard of “moral geography” in which “rural” was associated with stability, 
cooperation, and moderation (Woods 2005a, 4). A culture comprised of “simple living, honesty, 
hard work, and religious faith” is the idealized rural culture, built upon the mythic westward 
expansion” and ties with agriculture (Wood 2005b, 7). This reductionary definition is no longer 
common in academia or in politics. This terminology is rampantly propagated by the media and 
those not personally familiar with actual rural spaces and life. 
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Functions traditionally associated with rural are no longer dominant. Family farms are 
few and far between, with fewer than ten percent of rural residents employed in agriculture . In 
actuality, over seventy percent of rural inhabitants are employed in either manufacturing or the 
tertiary sector (Ilbery 1998, 75). Yet the rural idyll remains and continues to inform a non-rural 
population. According to Partridge his misperception may have its origins in the fact that “while 
the rural landscape may be bucolic, agricultural, or natural-resource intensive, the rural 
population is increasingly not” (2008b, 5). 
Diversification of rural industry is much more dynamic than the rural idyll concedes. 
With the advances in transportation technology beginning in the early 20th century, rural 
industries took a proverbial backseat to more specialized urban industries. Professional, large-
market services and a more educated urban population shifted economic value from rural to 
urban areas. Labor-saving technologies have further drained rural populations in favor of urban 
opportunity (Vias & Nelson 2005, 75). 
The rural idyll has also been categorized as “created by the wealthy for the wealthy” 
(Ilbery 1998,4). This socioeconomic ideal draws on the possibility of escapism from urban life 
by those who can afford to either take a vacation or leave the city permanently. By many 
standards, the elite guiding of the rural idyll makes it one of selectivity and exclusion, at least for 
its urban subscribers. By allowing the elite to relegate the rural to a landscape of entertaining 
consumption scholars also assert that this rural idealization has lead “policy makers to 
consistently overlook problems associated with rural life” (Ilbery 1998, 4). 
Though representationally inaccurate of true rural America, the rural idyll is further 
perpetuated by perception based industries as a way in which to bring income and residents to 
the rural sphere. It is perhaps the most complete realization of the rural idyll phenomenon, which 
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defines rural as entertainment for outsiders. Rural tourism capitalizes on areas and enterprises 
that can be consumed then left after a few days to return to the comforts of the city. The rural 
idyll does perpetuate itself in some rural areas in the form of counter-urbanization and rural 
tourism.  
Woods states that counter-urbanization is a highly complex phenomenon that is 
comprised of urban to rural migration, though it may be influenced by different population 
growth rates (2005b,76). This definition also differentiates between an urban de-concentration 
and rural decentralization that happens on a regional level. Loffler and Stienicke further specify 
this definition as amenity driven migration that promote “high-quality environments” (2006, 65). 
Both articles come to the base conclusion that counter-urbanization is causing a socioeconomic 
transformation of rural areas. In the Sierra Nevada region, this influx of middle-class urban 
refugees could bring about social tensions with the local, often poorer residents. And influx of 
urbanites with higher incomes often raises real estate prices far above what the locals can afford. 
This gentrification of rural areas, especially when associated with second home ownership, is 
more and more common in the United States. In these cases it is important to be hypercritical of 
the statistics caused by counter-urbanization. An influx of younger, middle class urban refugees 
often masks the brain-drain of local youth. Though national trends paint a renewed interest in 
rural living, regional trends are highly variable. Though amenity-driven in-migration to areas in 
the Sierra Nevadas is common, there is little pull to plains areas with little in the way of 
attractive landscapes. In these areas, depopulation is occurring with no real counter-urbanization 
to sustain the region. 
Perhaps the most complete realization of the rural idyll is the phenomenon of rural 
tourism. This defines that which is rural as entertainment for outsiders. It entails areas and 
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enterprises that can be consumed then left after a few days to return to the comforts of the city. 
Rural tourism takes many forms: amenity tourism, agritourism, and even heritage tourism. Each 
of these industries relies on the idealization of rural life. Amenity tourism shows the wonders of 
the wilderness (often tamed so as to be more palatable and accessible with hiking paths, roads, 
and even managed herds of wildlife.) Agritourism relies most heavily on the misconception that 
American family-owned farming enterprises thrive, when in reality, rural America is dominated 
by corporate mega farms and service industry professions (Che,Veeck, & Veeck 2005). 
Agritourism effectively sells the rural idyll by showcasing small farm experiences to those who 
are far removed from farming and food production (Che,Veeck, & Veeck 2005). 
Though many cities rely on tourism as a main source of income, Rapid City does so in a 
very rural way. Billed as the "Gateway to the Black Hills" Rapid City is a prime example of 
natural amenity tourism. The city in and of itself does not offer much in the way of tourism pulls, 
but its proximity to internationally known natural features cements its importance. Both the 
Black Hills and the Badlands draw millions of tourists every year, many of which elect to stay in 
Rapid City as both areas are mutually accessible. Main Street Square is innerly marketed to 
locals as congruous with the regional rural identity while the region as a whole markets itself to a 
broad range of tourists on the basis of its proximity to Mount Rushmore, the Black Hills, and the 
Badlands. 
To best subvert the rural idyll narrative and understand rural realities, especially in an 
urban place like Rapid City, one must understand how specific peoples in certain areas 
understand the term. Academics do admit that “many people living in rural areas identify 
themselves as ‘rural people’ following a rural way of life (Woods 2005a, 5). This becomes even 
more apparent when one actually visits a rural area or one that considers itself as such. Rural is a 
 30 
concept that people feel both comfortable with and connected to. It does not perpetuate a reliance 
on the profitability of the term as a way to draw in idyll-based tourism. There is a genuine 
exaltation of the concept that goes beyond performed rurality to a genuine belief in a loosely 
unifying identity. Though the rural idyll is most often used by urbanites, some of its 
characteristics are actively claimed by the rural themselves. Though the particulars of this 
phenomenon vary from region to region, there is a sense that some themes pervade rural society 
as a whole. 
This identity is often, but not always, in opposition to urban values without being outright 
antagonistic. There is a realization of the increasing interdependence of rural and urban areas. 
Many communities receive assistance and policy from larger, urban centers. Yet a distinct 
connection to a rural identity as separate from their urban peers exists. Countless national, 
regional, and state magazines and publications carry the ‘rural’ moniker in their title. One has 
only to Google ‘rural magazine’ to find journals specifically geared towards those who consider 
themselves rural. Grit and The Daily Yonder are two such online magazines. These publications 
are not catering to urbanites seeking to learn about their rural neighbors. If anything, they seem 
to reinforce rural identity, one that is highly individualize and qualitative. 
Identity, often regionally specific, is the main draw for new rural industries, yet it is 
markedly absent from political definitions of the term. Agritourism and counter-urbanization 
both rely on the pull of rural identity, even if it is an idealized one. If a rural identity did not 
significantly contrast with an urban or suburban one, it would not be the core of these sustainable 
industries. 
When rural places are forced to implement policies or plans that drastically change their 
situation, often as a means of combining with other towns or bringing large business, resistance 
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is often present. This further proves an adhesion to specific rural identities. Examples of rural 
community activism focused on preserving the right to a rural upbringing or way of life are 
plentiful. Many of these are also specified to a local, rural identity as is the case with Rapid City. 
The previous examples of how the rural idyll is formulated by urban, often wealthy 
populations, expose how it is employed as an economic mechanism. This provides a deep 
contrast to how Rapid City and its residents use the term. Rapid City residents have chosen to 
continue to define their city as a rural place, even as it undergoes to transformational process of 
urban growth. The connection to a rural identity is genuine for Rapid City residents. It is based 
on a long-standing connection to rural places, the rural history of the area, and a contemporary 
understanding of the realities of rural life. These rural associations are then ingrained and 
internalized within by residents of the region. Rapid City does not base its sense of rural place on 
the rural idyll. In fact, it is an urban area that stands as a honest antithesis.  
Though calling for a change in political terminology is not the focus of this paper, how 
larger institutions have taken note of how to accurately meet the needs of the community by 
connecting to a larger identity is. The revitalization of Rapid City is one such example. Locals 
have long acknowledged a rural identity by manifesting a rural sense of place, and the recent re-
centralization has remained committed to sustaining it. By incorporating an existing rural 
identity in the proposed “brand” of downtown, various organizations have reinforced the 
importance of it. 
However broad the discussion of rural America is, there is a clear confusion as to what is 
considered rural. Moreover, there is a pessimistic tone for the rural future in the face of 
urbanization and changing function of the landscape. Rapid City exemplifies a situation in which 
the growth of an urban area does not signify the defeat of a rural identity.  Rural, as understood 
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in Rapid City, is an active, self-ascribed identity that has manifest itself in very tangible forms 
and actions throughout the revitalization of the downtown area. Though the term may be subject 
to the imaginations of Rapid Citians, there does exist a communal understanding of the term that 
is specific to the Black Hills Region. Many methodologies overemphasis the contrast between 
urban and rural identity, effectively rendering them mutually exclusive. This project exemplifies 
how Rapid City’s conception of rural is not antagonistic to its urban classification, but an 
understood actuality despite statistical evidence of an urban transition. 
 
Discourse of Rurality 
Academic and political discourse do not provide a succinct methodology for interpreting 
Rapid City as an urban area with a genuinely rural sense of place. Rapid City’s rural sense of 
place does not reflect urban statistical classifications, rural geography methodologies, or popular 
non-urban idylls. Through an in-depth investigation of Rapid City place, space, and people, a 
discourse of rurality emerges. 
Remote City 
 Rapid City’s remote location further associates it with the rural, both physically and in 
the minds of its residents. Rapid City is one of the most isolated urbanized areas in the 
contiguous United States. It is far removed from all other major urban settlements, which leads 
to another layer of rural perception. When viewing the most recent map of United States counties, 
it becomes apparent how remote the Rapid City metropolitan area is in relation to the highest 
tiers of the rural urban continuum. Figure 8 shows the exact distances between Rapid City and its 
closest urban neighbors. 
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 It is no wonder that Rapid City so often identifies as rural in reference to its remote 
location. It is just as far removed from cities that comprise the highest two metro categories as 
the rest of western South Dakota. Oftentimes less populous metropolitan areas that do not 
contain a highest tiered city are effectively on equal footing as rural areas. “Distance from 
higher-tiered urban areas was almost as important for metropolitan areas of less than 500,000 
people as for rural counties” (Partridge 2008b, 21). In some instances, especially in the everyday 
use of the term, only the highest tier cities are treated as truly urban. 
Rapid City shares in many of the economic repercussions of remoteness felt by rural 
communities of the region. Lower population and job growth was found in areas that are remote 
from expansive metropolitan areas, with increasing penalties for remoteness from “successively 
larger urban centers up the urban hierarchy” (Partridge 2008a, 441). Interestingly, these penalties 
are felt most by small and medium-sized cities whose job markets and service-industry firms are 
severely weakened when they lack close access to large cities. Primary industry in rural areas is 
now shrinking in proportions due to labor saving technology, though these base functions do not 
rely on access to higher-ordered cities and their business services. Therefore it “is not rural 
communities that are most adversely affected by remoteness” but rather small cities themselves 
(Partridge 2008b, 22). 
 A sense of remoteness is further reinforced by Rapid City’s close proximity to nature. A 
connection to the immediate natural landscape of the Black Hills further fortifies rural 
understandings in its residents. Rapid City, though listed as a gateway, is already part of the 
Black Hills. Downtown is the last portion of the community that is actually on the plains. The 
Hogback separates Rapid while effectively incorporating it into the larger natural landscape. 
Nature is literally on most people's doorstep. Finely preened yards reminiscent of suburbia do 
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exist, but often at the mercy of pine trees, rock formations, and other more stubborn facets of the 
landscape. This rather immovable landscape also allows for a rich variety of wildlife to permeate 
Rapid City. Deer, turkeys, and even bighorn sheep move throughout the community. 
Genuine involvement with natural landscape is a pillar of community life. This does 
further the idyll that rural peoples are closer to nature, but in this instance, that is 
overwhelmingly true. In the winter months, Rapid Citians flock to the ski slopes. Snowmobiling 
and snowshoeing are also popular. In the more temperate months, camping, hiking, rock 
climbing, swimming, and enjoying the Black Hills and Badlands is a regional pastime. In one of 
the few books written about Rapid City, the opening chapter is entitled “Natural Beauty” which 
shows historic encounters of locals and the regional landscape (Groethe 2005, 10). Even in 
published literature, the living natural landscape is held to be an important indication of Rapid 
City’s regional space. This connection to and understanding of the contemporary landscape was 
also expanded upon with the introduction of Nagase’s sculpture commission 
 
Local Discussion of Rurality 
 It may be impossible to deem Rapid City as a definitive rural zone in any officially or 
academic capacity, even by the fluid standards of the rural-urban continuum, and yet as observed 
above, a rural sense of place is undeniably present. Many theories define rural though the 
evaluation of economic functions, settlement patterns, population statistics, and come to 
conclusions on how best to define rurality at a large scale. Though these theories are well 
founded, they often fail to mention how specific communities identify themselves. Economics 
and spatial boundaries are the more accessible signifiers that can be used to quantifiably define a 
region in objective terms, yet often a sense of belonging and shared commonalities is what binds 
together a permanent residential population. 
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First and foremost, Rapid City residents are South Dakota residents, and share in a larger, 
generalized understanding of what it means to live in a rural state. A small population allows for 
a cohesion that cannot be as easily achieve in more populous circumstances. Residents of rural 
states  have easy access to their political representatives and often feel like they have a larger 
part to play within their state, even if their state is on the periphery of national politics and 
sentiments. Many extoll the “virtues of living in a state like South Dakota with a small and 
largely rural population” (“Lawmakers answer your questions” 2012). South Dakota is also 
understood to be rural in other contexts, most notably by mapping (see figure 13) and vernacular 
understandings of rural America. 
Oftentimes, residents are indifferent towards statistical evaluations of South Dakota, if 
not outright dismissive. When discussing internal disparities of wealth, the local paper 
proclaimed “don’t forget, South Dakota remains a pretty nice place to live, no matter what you 
make” and “the next time someone tells you that the data shows South Dakotan’s are among the 
well-to-do, remember what Mark Twain once said “there are three kinds of lies: lies, damned lies, 
and statistics” (“South Dakotan’s richer?” 2012). Statistics are locally shirked in favor of 
defining South Dakota in terms of its culture and identity. It is important to remember that Rapid 
City is part of a larger state discussion revolving around rurality. 
Many Rapid City residents genuinely identify themselves as residents of a rural place and 
are extremely hesitant to define Rapid as a city. Dan Senftner, a leader in the downtown 
redevelopment project classified Rapid City as “an overgrown cow town” and self identifies 
himself as a product of rural America, even though he is a Rapid City resident (2013). Ray 
Tysdal, a local fine artist and lifetime resident of the Black Hills region, classifies Rapid as a 
“ growing town” that is “moving towards urbanization but has a strong connection with its rural 
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roots (2013).”  Both agree that residents have firsthand experience with rural realities, though the 
modes of these experiences differ from person to person. Residents also point to a lack of 
specialized and niche industries as indicative of Rapid City’s peripheral standing. One local 
declared that “if there is no Trader Joes, it’s not a big enough place to be a city” (Gibson 2013). 
All agree that people still look to outside of area for specialized healthcare, higher education, 
mainstream entertainment, and urban experiences.  
The recent population growth supports the supposition that Rapid City is a community in 
transition. Rapid City residents are still very connected to the city’s historical roots. Because it is 
still undergoing a metamorphosis from rural to urban, its sense of place must be actively created. 
The recent revitalization of downtown is indicative of how tied its population is to manifesting a 
rural identity. A rural identity is internalized by the population in a place that is becoming more 
urban as the years pass. 
Literature pertaining to Rapid City’s history and local culture is written with overtones of 
nostalgia. Few and far between, books on the area document the changes of the urban fabric, not 
so much as a shift towards inevitable urbanization, but as a way to reminisce. In the introduction 
of Remembering Rapid City, a collection of photographs and happenings, it is stated as “a 
recording of a period of time that many of us were a part of, and therefore we do not consider it 
history (Pechan 2005, 7). Thus a living connection to a irrefutably more rural history is 
perpetuated. This published statement is also indicative of the overarching oral traditions of the 
region by which generations that experienced the more rural epoch of Rapid City sustain rural 
sympathies and associations within newer generations, despite changing urban demographics. 
For residents, a small town feeling of familiarity within Rapid City is indicative of its 
rurality. When interviewing residents about what specifically defines Rapid City, their responses 
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overwhelmingly point to its close knit community. Many residents are quick to point out how 
connected people are to one another and how this creates a sense of fellowship. There is a mutual 
interest in the well-being of Rapid and it’s residents. When local was diagnosed with leukemia, a 
fundraising initiative was created that effectively brought together local businesses, the arts 
community, church groups, and individuals within a matter of days (Hockhausen 2012). To 
further emphasize how indicative this event is of a communal Rapid City spirit, the fundraiser 
was then picked up by the local newspaper and lauded as a community effort on the front page. 
Information about the event was given as well as an inset box that included the event time, venue, 
and contact information specifically aimed at other community members that wished to help 
(Garrigan 2012). The fundraiser was an immense success, credited by organizer Deb Friedrich to 
be “ about [Rapid City’s] community and bringing community together to give and to just be 
community for them.” This collective nature sets it apart from other, larger cities in which a 
cohesive grouping of an entire town would be near impossible in this instance. 
Local institutions also describe Rapid City as an urbanized rural node, rather than a city. 
Kelly Gibson, local resident and Program Director of National Relief Charities where she 
oversees nearly 30 programs and services for reservation communities, states that “Rapid City is 
rural.” Despite holding a rural rank, it is a larger place that serves surround communities. For 
National Relief Charities, it is the only large hub that is situationally close to some of the most 
remote and underserved reservations in the country. Rapid City is a strategic location for the 
organization that also needs a regional airport to maintain connections to larger organizations 
further from South Dakota. Rapid City is an effective rural go-between for remote communities 
and urban organizations because it allows for an understanding of physical remoteness and the 
challenges of rurality yet provides the opportunity to surmount them.   
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Newcomers to the area immediately identify the “country vibe” of a rural sense of place. 
Andrew Bentley recently moved to Rapid City as an AmeriCorps VISTA worker. Coming from 
the East Coast, he states that the area is “reminiscent of a small suburb, but one that is not 
connected to a larger city” and furthers this assertion by saying that in no way “is Rapid City 
actually a city, at least from an East Coast perspective.” When asked how this non-city 
conclusion was drawn, Andrew elaborated on the local residents and how “they identify 
themselves as rural. Their connection to heritage and tradition, be them ranching, farming, or 
American Indian, is obvious and well represented (2013).” 
Even those from remote, undeniably rural communities that surround Rapid City consider 
it to be rural. In fact, local vernacular includes the phrase “going to town” when referring to the 
two hour drive to Rapid City1. Joseph Reedy is a lifetime resident of Vale, a town of 100 people 
one hour north of Rapid City. It is found in Butte County, which was only jumped from a seven 
to six as recently as 2003 on the Rural Urban Continuum. When asked how to classify Rapid, he 
stated that “Rapid is a rural city. Compared to the surrounding towns, it is a city, but it is still 
part of a rural state. It’s not like Denver or Minneapolis (Interview 2013).” In this instance, there 
is not a dichotomy between rural and urban in the minds of South Dakotans.  
 Many of these observations sit firmly in the realm of ethnography and sociology. Rapid 
City is, to my knowledge, never been brought into the identity-based rural discussions at an 
academic or political level. Perhaps this is because of its misleading statistical situation or an 
overall disinterest in the region itself. These sentiments on how the local population views Rapid 
City is indicative of its transitional situation. To the academic and political spheres, its lack of 
quantifiable rurality may have inarguably relegated it to an urban/ metropolitan category. The 
                                                          
1
 This is a common observation made in rural areas that surround Rapid City. 
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strong validation of a rural identity both from within and outside of Rapid City further proves 
that a sense of place does not always correspond to its official or statistical definitions. 
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New Changes: Downtown Redevelopment 
The investigation of rural as it pertains to Rapid City is further necessitated by its recent 
downtown redevelopment. Though the establishment of a central plaza does follow trends in 
American urban morphology, the way in which this was handled in Rapid City is special.  But 
why discuss recent developments that appear to push Rapid City further towards urbanization 
and away from rural life? These events highlight Rapid City’s transition towards growth, but one 
that is handled by those committed to a rural sense of place. With a closer look, it is apparent that 
Rapid City is still promoting its inner growth and reorganization in a rural manner. Main Street 
Square is perhaps some of the most tangible proof that a rural identity still exists and that there is 
a commitment to some of the very values that set apart the rural from the urban. The entire 
redevelopment project was formulated around an active and overt understanding of Rapid as a 
rural place. 
 Downtown, once the heart of Rapid City retail business, was adversely affected by 
peripheral corporate development. The loss of national department stores such as Sears, Penney’s, 
and Woolworth’s to the Rushmore Mall, established in 1977 three miles north of the central 
business district, made downtown a shell of what it used to be (Senftner 2013). As areas closer to 
Interstate 90 gained momentum, downtown’s grasp on and pertinence in the local economy was 
greatly weakened, a pattern observable in cities all across America.  
In the 1990s and 2000s the metro area’s role as regional hub had been solidified. It was 
still remains fairly commonplace to hear of people driving more than 200 miles, even crossing 
state borders, to do annual specialty shopping. Because the peripheral business district was 
already established in the form of an indoor mall, many larger retailers settled into similar space 
approximately 3.5 miles from downtown in similarly situated sprawl areas on the plains. This 
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trend only gained momentum as the years passed.  Rushmore Crossing, an outdoor mall was 
opened in 2008 with businesses such as Target, Scheels, TJMaxx, and Bed, Bath, & Beyond. 
With so many well-known retail chains in the same place, variety was concentrated to the north 
of town along Interstate 90. 
Unlike many projects that are initiated by a metropolitan planning commission or 
governmental entity, Rapid City redevelopment was a from-the-roots-up call for action. Business 
owners were concerned that if action was not taken downtown could face a hollowing out from 
which they could not recover (Senftner 2013). In late 1977, the Rapid City Downtown 
Association was formed to protect the interests of downtown businesses and ensure the future of 
the heart of the city, especially after the establishment of the Rushmore Mall (Garrigan). For a 
small fee, businesses were given membership status and became an integral part of the 
downtown collective. Through this organization, businesses could work together to have a 
stronger voice in local politics, monitor governmental entities whose operations had a direct 
impact on downtown business, and work towards a more cohesive and functional downtown 
space. This was also part of a national pattern of business associations becoming involved in the 
urban planning and redevelopment process. 
It is likely that this effort saved downtown from being rendered completely irrelevant, but  
it did little to actually revive a sustained consumer interest in the downtown district. Downtown 
became an area of relative ill repute. According to Stanley Zakinski, former chief of the Rapid 
City Police Department, downtown had 25 bars on Main Street between 5th and 9th Street. An 
average of 6 bars per block on Main Street alone encouraged a particular sort of atmosphere that 
was far from family friendly. Zakinski recounted the local feeling about downtown as such:  
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“Decent people did not go there. There used to be a pole at the firehouse where would cuff rabble rousers, 
druggies, and drunks until we had a car full to take to the jail. We sent multiple batches per night. People would park 
in front of the bars to watch all the debauchery. It was a wild place ( Personal Interview from 2012).” 
In the 1990s, downtown began to reinvent itself. Tired of its rowdy image that deterred 
business, business owners and residents called for a larger police presence to crack down on 
undesirable behavior. With this came the multiple closures of bars as clientele were less inclined 
to be prosecuted for their nighttime activities. Slowly but surely, downtown began to stabilize. It 
began to attract a diversity of restaurants that are open to this day. Boutiques catering to 
specialized clienteles opened and provided a small scale alternative to the larger establishments 
north of the Interstate at the Rushmore Mall. 
Though downtown was a far cry from its turbulent past, it was nowhere near the bustling 
shopping and entertainment district that it hoped to be. The Downtown Association was fully 
aware and investigated ways in which to preserve downtown business. Particularly worried by 
the development of Rushmore Crossing and a proposed second (now fully operational) Wal-Mart 
to the south of town, the Downtown Association began talks with the Rapid City Convention and 
Visitor’s Bureau and the Chamber of Commerce on how to reinvent the downtown image and 
regain importance (Soderlin 2011).   
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 Main Street Square: Reinforcement of a Rural Sense of Place  
When the Rapid City Convention and Visitor’s Bureau hired an outside consultant to 
evaluate Rapid City through the eyes of an outsider, no one could have dreamed the outcome. In 
August of 2006, Roger Brooks was brought in to help solidify Rapid City as a tourist destination 
(Soderlin 2011). This move was supported by the Downtown Association, desperate for business 
of any sort. Brooks’ immediate suggestions were simple: make downtown more accessible to 
outsiders with clear signage and longer term parking (Seftner). Downtown Rapid City, far from 
any bustling urban areas would also need to update operational practices. To attract tourists, he 
prescribed that Rapid City focus on bringing the arts and entertainment downtown in order to 
boost nightlife possibilities. In a downtown where every establishment (save the bars) closed 
hours before the last table was seated in a large city, this was a revolutionary idea. Events that 
prolonged local and tourist time in the downtown areas would need to be established.  
His ideas captivated the local community, who brought him back for a second session in 
October of 2007 in which he further explored the area (Soderlin 2011). Thus signaled a shift in 
momentum for downtown redevelopment. The tourism based ideas were made subsidiary to a 
vision of a downtown as re-centralized for the local population. By January of 2008 he suggested 
that to truly encourage both locals and tourists to spend time downtown, Rapid City would need 
a central public space for entertainment and leisure. He proposed a fountain plaza which was met 
with both excitement and a fair amount of skepticism (Brooks Report 2008). By April of that 
year, Destination Rapid City was established as a nonprofit economic organization with already a 
million dollars in private funding aimed at constructing a central plaza “ aiming to strengthen 
downtown as a critical element in the greater community fabric” (Downtownrapidcity.org 2012). 
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Though grateful for Brooks’ ideas, Rapid City community members realized that some of 
his suggestions did not fit the scale or identity of the area. His specific plans were politely 
rejected because they neither reflected a rural sensibility nor underscored a rural sense of place. 
According to Dan Senftner the plans were inspired but extravagant. “His ideas were bigger than 
we were.” His proposed 30 million dollar fountain of Bellagio proportions, complete with a 
timed light and  musical water, would have “had no place in South Dakota.”  Undeterred, 
Destination Rapid City turned to another consulting firm who specialized in making place 
specific proposals that accounted for the feel and needs of the surrounding region. 
Years after the first consulting session with Brooks, downtown was starting to show 
improvements. Downtown businesses had taken suggestions upon themselves. Hours were 
expanded, especially in the summer time. Restaurants placed tables on the sidewalk to promote 
lounging and people watching. One of the most visible initiatives came in the form of a weekly 
music festival called “Summer Nights” in which regional musicians would play on a blocked off 
portion of 7th street at no cost to the audience. Local buzz ran rampant. According to a Rapid 
City Journal editorial  the “result has been more visitors, more shoppers, fewer empty store 
windows” (Summer Nights Brings Visitors, 2012). 
Destination Rapid City hired consultants Fred Kent and Kathy Madden from Project for 
Public Spaces. This organization was enthusiastic to help construct a more regionally specific 
plan for downtown Rapid City. In October 2008, Project for Public Spaces facilitated a “place-
making workshop” in which downtown stakeholders discussed a regionally specific and realistic 
plan for the new square. As part of the workshop, participants conducted a “place evaluation” of 
the immediate downtown area. These adjacent lots were evaluated in terms of image, 
accessibility, activities held there, and the sociability of the space. Both short term and long term 
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goals were based around a comprehensive commitment to the surrounding businesses as well as 
the square itself. Participants were also encouraged to suggest possible partnerships that could 
help achieve these goals (PPS proposal 2009, 2). 
The report emphasizes a “branding” of Rapid City, one that would serve as a guideline 
for cohesive redevelopment. Underlying the jargon of development is a clear commitment to an 
overarching regional identity. “Main Street Square will be developed with materials that reflect 
its location within... the Black Hills (PPS proposal 2009 7).”  The Main Street Square Committee 
stated that the square would limit commercial development, allowing it only if it helps to 
complement activities, performances, and gatherings. The report strongly suggests that the Main 
Street Square become interdependent with businesses in the downtown district, helping not only 
itself but the entire community flourish (PPS proposal 2009). 
 Prominent city leaders, even those directly involved in the above planning process, agree 
that Main Street Square is primarily aimed at renewing downtown business. It is not the 
beginning of a process that inevitably would change Rapid City’s position in a larger urban 
hierarchy. According to Dan Senftner, plans were made with the explicit focus of not outgrowing 
the local population (2013). The development of a central space is a sustainable endeavor. This 
is to say that planners did not seek to expand the population of Rapid City, rather, they hoped to 
recentralize regional activity while providing positive opportunities for locals and tourists. Many 
agree that project planners hoped to “draw locals out in droves” and “convince people to extend 
their stay for another night (Nelson 2012, Wahlstrom 2013).” No mention was made in any of 
the interviews conducted for this project of aims to expand either the Rapid City or regional 
population. 
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 Destination Rapid City pushed forward with plans for Main Street Square, a central plaza 
that would offer year-round gathering opportunities for locals, as well as tourists. After nearly a 
year of debates about a tax on downtown businesses to help fund the plaza construction, the 
project was finalized. In December of 2010, ground was broken; a mere three years after Roger 
Brooks first proposed the idea of a central entertainment space. This space was built upon 
providing for a rurally identifying populace that extended far beyond the city limits and tangibly 
manifested a rural sense of place 
 There are myriad ways in which Main Street Square connects itself with regional 
understanding of rurality. For the sake of brevity, this paper will focus on three examples: the 
multi seasonal functions of the square that are cognizant of a regional climate, how a rural sense 
of place is reinforced by its design characteristics, and how the square is internally marketed 
within the community. A regional awareness of place and climate inform the functions of Main 
Street Square. This former parking lot is now appropriately retrofitted for entertainment and 
gatherings subject to South Dakota’s dynamic seasons. The flexible use of space is not so much a 
way of engineering year round profit, but is extolled as a way to provide for the community year 
round, a claim difficult to refute considering that the only usage fees for the community come in 
the winter months (Karbowski 2012).   
In the summer, a green grassland covers the majority of the square. A fountain complete 
with a small scale interactive synchronized light and water show is located at its southwestern 
corner. Its adjacent two story business structure was also renovated to provide space for a variety 
of new and specialized business. As proof of a more cohesive, family friendly vision the only 
adult entertainment shop was gutted to make way for a children’s book store.  
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Free public events, such as concerts, movie screenings, markets, and stage shows, are 
orchestrated during the warmer months. A communal synergy is very much apparent during such 
events, especially on informed by the close-knit nature of the city. These events also draw upon a 
large geographic region, bringing people from hours around who meld seamlessly with the Rapid 
City crowds. “Square events are geared toward our community, to encourage residents to visit 
downtown where they will find a concert or festival they want to attend (Orlowski 2011)”. 
 In the winter, an ice skating rink takes up the majority of the square’s space. Though 
weather patterns can never be fully counted on, especially in a region with the largest 
temperature change in the shortest amount of time in the world2, Main Street Square has 
reinforced the ice rink to stand the tests of an unruly climate. The rink is lined with a layer of 
glycol which regulates the overall temperature of the ice, which is often impacted by South 
Dakota’s high percentage of sunny days. Its high tech construction, however, does not impact its 
accessibility. Rink access costs only three dollars for adults, with an optional two dollar skate 
rental fee. 
The ice rink is used by a dynamic and far reaching population. It is not just the residents 
of Rapid City proper that find their way onto the ice. Ninety percent of ice rink users are what 
Main Street Square deem “local” (Wahlstrom 2013). Main Street Square defines local as 
residents of Rapid City and the surrounding area. According to events manager Marcel 
Wahlstrom that includes Ellsworth Air Force Base, Box Elder, Piedmont, Black Hawk, Sturgis, 
Summerset, Hill City, Wall, Hot Springs, Newell, as well as Chadron, Nebraska and Gillette, 
                                                          
2January 22nd, 1943: Spearfish, South Dakota. In a 2 minute period the temperature shot up an incredible 49 degrees in just 2 
minutes. At 7:30 AM the temp was -4 degrees and by 7:32 AM the temp had shot up to 45 degrees. The temperature then climbed 
to 54 degrees by 9 AM before plunging 58 degrees in 27 minutes to 4 degrees below zero. The wild temperature fluctuations 
were likely due to cold air and warm air sloshing back and forth along the plains at the base of the Black Hills (National Weather 
Service 2012) 
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Wyoming. Another ten percent come from further away. People from all over the Black Hills 
region come to the rink for a bit of wintery fun. The almost equal level of involvement from both 
Rapid City residents and their less urban counterparts show just how integrated Rapid City is 
with the greater area, further proving its situation as an urban space with a strong connection to 
the rural. 
Main Street Square is lauded as the “cultural centerpiece of downtown” not only by it is 
employees but by the community as well (“Main Street Square celebrates grand opening” 2011). 
This is not only a commentary on its central location and visibility, but also indicative of how 
residents feel the square accurately captures a feeling of regionality. Because the square is 
primarily aimed for local, rather than tourist, use the “activities and events are planned at the 
square primarily for the local community (Main Street Square celebrates grand opening 2011).” 
There is not a campaign aimed at marketing the square on a national scale. Rapid City stands in 
contrast with cities like Santa Fe which, although they are of relatively equal size, capitalize on a 
national and international market for their events. 
The Square’s design aesthetics and semiotics are also indicative of a rural regionality. 
There is a concerted effort to "not look like other places" but rather feel natural to South Dakota 
(Senftner). The square pays homage to the local landscape by incorporating granite quarried in 
Millbank, South Dakota (Huntington 2013). There are twenty one granite blocks that are divided 
into the Badlands Tapestry and the Black Hills Tapestry. The Badlands Tapestry is comprised of 
reddish granite that references the natural colors of their namesake to the east of Rapid. The 
Black Hill Tapestry is a cooler shade of granite which better captures the color palette of the 
Black Hills (Wahlstrom 2013).  Other parts of the square also use the names of the regional land 
features they were inspired by, such as the Roughlock falls water curtain. This branding of the 
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square is also extended to the community. Regional residents wishing to help fund the project are 
able to by personalized bricks that become part of the walkways in and around the plaza. In this 
way, Main Street Square specifically references both the natural and human features of the 
region. 
Main Street Square is a non-profit organization that seeks to create a sense of community 
through accessible entertainment options. It willfully acknowledges Rapid City as a community 
with cohesive ties, primarily of identity, with its rural hinterland. The square employs a full time 
operations crew as well as cleanup division that is also contracted out by the city to help with 
upkeep of the entire downtown corridor. By adhering to a local, community driven goal, the 
project assures the community that things are not radically changing the small town feel. Rather, 
new developments are in line with local identity and way of life. 
According to Main Street Square’s executive director Megan Karbowski, Main Street 
Square has achieved both its economic goals. As of 2012, the square had a 1.7 million dollar on 
downtown business. Business from the local community has increased by 10 to 40 percent 
depending on the establishment. Furthermore, locals have directly economically supported the 
Main Street Square institution which no longer needs support from the local government, but 
relies upon local contributions and vendor fees.  
Perhaps even more tangible than economic success is the community’s adoption of the 
space. A flood of locals have returned to the downtown area, regardless of the time of day. 
Though an increase of business was expected at event times, Main Street Square has become 
regional space for personal recreation and enjoyment. Regardless of its newness, the Square 
emits feelings of small town consciousness. Locals feel comfortable in this space because it 
accurately fills the needs of their community, not the tourist industry. Moreover, it is consistent 
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used by many, meaning that it is often difficult for locals to stroll the area without finding 
someone they are familiar with, a key indication of rural space.  
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A Passage of Wind and Water 
Main Street Square is epicenter of an exciting new sculpture project that tangibly 
represents a rural sense of place. In 2013, Masayuki Nagase was selected to plan and install the 
largest privately funded public art installation in the United States (rcsculptureproject.org 2013).  
The sculpture commission requires a tangible representation of regional space and rural place. It 
is a strong example of how Rapid City, as a transitional metropolitan community, chooses to 
reinforce a genuine rural identity in an urban redevelopment project. 
Though it is not widely known, Rapid City has a very large art community, comparative 
to its overall size and distance from art market behemoths such as New York, Chicago, or Los 
Angeles. Art, at almost any level, is representative of its authoring artist and their local visual 
culture. Rapid City and Black Hills artists and their artworks certainly adhere to this principle. 
Though local artists are not the focus of this paper, their presence cannot fail to be noted. 
Academics state that “creative activities- particularly in artistically created industries- require 
urban settings that provide openness and diversity in terms of opportunities for social exchange 
and cross-fertilization between various actors and branches of activity (Kratke 117)”.  
Rapid City is not a high tiered urban area, nor is it close to any. Regardless, Rapid City is 
home to more than 100 fine artists, many of whom are nationally and internationally known. An 
expansive fine arts institution, the Dahl Arts Center, is just one block away from the heart of 
downtown. The Dahl contains 4 separate exhibition galleries, an all-purpose musical and 
entertainment venue, local art gift shop, and the largest indoor mural in the United States 
(thedahl.org). Though this curiosity may further the idea that Rapid City is indeed an urban city, 
the reason behind this artistic habitation pattern further reinforces its rural identity. Though some 
artists are born and bred South Dakotans, most hail from other, often urban regions in the United 
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States (Babbit 2012)3. Many have studied at nationally respected art institutions or have had 
intensive artist-in-residence experiences abroad (Maxon 2013). When asked for the reasoning 
behind choosing Rapid City as home base, many reply in a similar manner: the natural beauty of 
the Black Hills and Northern Plains and the rural, friendly nature of its people (Nelson, Babbit, 
2013). 
 It is this relative overabundance of artistic capital that can explain the overwhelming 
community support for Main Street Square’s decision to incorporate a two million dollar art 
installation in its building plans. Deane Rundell, the architect responsible for Main Street Square, 
included twenty one yet-to-be-carved slabs of granite in his official design with little concern 
that they would remain unfinished. Destination Rapid City and the Rapid City Arts Council 
began a commission process in late 2011. After discussions with local community members and 
civic leaders, the commission committee sent out an international call for artists. This call 
stipulated that all entries must show a strong connection to and understanding of the local 
environment and culture. Selection criteria required the artists to “depict the region’s flora and 
fauna, natural and cultural history, as well as artistic originality and practical feasibility 
(rcsculptureproject.org 2013)”.  By early 2012, nearly 100 artists from all over the world had 
replied (Huntington 2013).  
 In July, fifteen semifinalists were chosen to submit more specific conceptual designs. Of 
those fifteen, five finalists were chosen, one of whom was from the local town of Sturgis. These 
artists were invited to South Dakota to tour Rapid City, the Black Hills, Great Plains, and the 
Badlands (Orlowski 2012c). Artists were shown a vast amount of land with over 150 miles 
                                                          
3
 Steve Babbit is a fine art photographer originally from California. He has called South Dakota home for over 15 
years and teaches photography at Black Hills State University 
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between some of the locations. They were shown locations and introduced to wide variety of  
people who the committee felt best represented the Rapid City region. This tour affirms that 
locals consider all of these diverse and irrefutably rural landscapes and populations to be integral 
to understanding local culture. In late 2012, Masayuki Nagase, a resident of Berkeley, California 
was announced as the recipient of the two million dollar commission. For the committee, Nagase 
best exemplified a regionally specific vision for Main Street Square (Garrigan 2013). The 
sculpture, though commissioned for downtown, was not to be a simple ode to Rapid City proper. 
It was also imperative to represent Rapid City as one of the many facets of the regional 
community. 
 But how does an imported artists reinforce community identity without actually being 
from the region? Anna Huntington was appointed to be the community arts coordinator for this 
project in September 2012 (Orlowski 2012b). The establishment of this position shows how 
supported this artist in his quest to represent the Rapid City region. His rigorous schedule of 
community meetings and exploratory discussions are aimed to make sure that all those who are 
part of the Rapid City community, which includes towns and residences within a 150 mile radius, 
feel represented. The location of these events are perhaps the most telling of how Rapid City is at 
the center of a vast rural area. The Pine Ridge Indian Reservation, Spearfish, and Hill City were 
just a few of the localities that hosted community design workshops in addition to Rapid City. 
From the Badlands to the Black Hills, space was made available for this particular exchange 
between artist and regional populace. 
 Nagase conceded this fact at his opening reception at the Dahl, one that celebrated his 
arrival and gave the community their first glance at his conceptual design4. Though based on a 
                                                          
4
 This is a personal account of Nagase’s opening. I was in attendance on January 11, 2013. 
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general realization about how wind and water has shaped the landscape, the artist intentionally 
left the details vague. His opening talk stressed the importance of the community in his design 
process. "It's really about the local community. I'm not talking about tourists. Tourists, of course, 
come here, but it's really important, first, for the community," he said of the square. "I'd like to 
facilitate that sense of ownership (Garrigan 2013)." Nagase plans to physically include the 
community by etching local handprints from residents from the entire region onto the granite 
(See figures 1 & 2). During the latter part of 2013, he will visit communities in the Black Hills, 
on the prairie, and on the reservation to facilitate community workshops in which residents can 
share what they feel is most important to a regional sense of place (Garrigan 2013). He feels that 
his work must include input from what is considered to be the local community, regardless of 
their actual distance from his installation.  
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Conclusion 
As seen in both academic and official parameters, Rapid City’s urban classifications are 
undeniable, yet also is its attachment to a rural identity. There exists a shared valuing of what it 
means to be rural and its continued existence. Rapid Citians have a collective rural identity based 
on an interdependence and mutual understanding of their immediate area, its remote nature, and 
their rural past. Official definitions of Rapid City are well founded to their purpose but have little 
consequence in the minds of those who live there. Any textbook or government document can 
write it off as a small, urbanized place within a metropolitan statistical area, but that would do 
the actual place and it’s people a disservice.   
The local feeling is not one of dichotomous anxiety felt by the country folk and city 
dwellers. Rather, it is an amalgamation of people that, though different in socioeconomic 
parameters on paper, identity with one another as a whole as rural people. Though dichotomous 
classifications do help policy makers, federal funders, and other economic strategists a view of 
(perhaps) an unfamiliar area, it fails to give credence to the identity of the people who actually 
live there. Regardless of academic perspective, real world discussions also show that Rapid City 
is not considered an urban area by people from other areas either.  
In the case of Rapid City, rural and city are not dichotomous. A sense of rurality 
permeates into many aspects of it its urban day-to-day activities. Rapid City only recently 
became part of the third, metropolitan category of the Rural-Urban Continuum. Though growing 
continually, the city is still well connected to its rural history. Furthermore, it is a remote city 
which furthers the feeling of situational rurality. The recent redevelopment ascribes to a rural 
sense of place, rather than choosing to market itself on its urban characteristics.   
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Generalized treatment of place is inevitable in the United States, especially in the 
globalized age. Yet, regional specificities still remain. Rapid City is a unique example of how a 
city can, in fact, be considered rural.  A sense of rurality endures, even in the face of downtown 
redevelopment and growth. Rural can be a brand, one that would, in many other circumstances, 
seem disingenuous. Here the surface impossibility that rural and city can be used to describe the 
same area is refuted. Here, urbanized strength (in the guise of downtown redevelopment) can 
also be characterized as a rural renaissance, a rebirth of rural identity and the debates that 
surround it. 
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Figures 
 
 
Figures 1 and 2: Nagase’s conceptual drawings of the Main Street Square sculpture project. 
Source: Rapid City Sculpture Project Facebook Page 2013. Drafted by artist Masayuki Nagasi. 
Accessed April 2013. 
http://www.facebook.com/media/set/?set=a.109482002555651.1073741827.101559313347920&
type=3 
 
 Figure 3: Map of South Dakota Source: Nations Online Project, Accessed May 2012. 
http://www.nationsonline.org/oneworld/map/USA/south_dakota_map.htm 
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 Figure 4: Rapid City Metropolitan Statistical Area. A
in incorporated towns. Source: South Dakota Department of Labor and Regulation Website. 
Accessed June 2012. http://dlr.sd.gov/lmic/metro_area_pro
 
reas in pink show population concentrations 
file_rc.aspx 
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 Figure 5: Metropolitan and Micropolitan Statistical Areas of the United States. Notice the Rapid 
City MSA is in the Great Plains, an area rather devoid of these more densely populated counties. 
Source: Wikimedia Images, Accessed Februrary 2
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/6/6c/Metropolitan_and_Micropolitan_Statistica
l_Areas_of_the_United_States_and_Puerto_Rico.gif
013. 
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 Figure 6: County classifications on the Rural
Plains corridor that is otherwise comprised of mostly “completely rural” counties. 
Website, accessed January 2013.
http://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/rural
codes/documentation.aspx#.UVD0zFvEqz4
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Source: USDA 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 7: Categories as stipulated by the Rural
accessed January 2013. 
http://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/rural
codes/documentation.aspx#.UVD0zFvEqz4
 
City State 
Sioux Falls South Dakota 
Minneapolis Minnesota 
Bismarck North Dakota 
Cheyenne Wyoming 
Omaha Nebraska 
Denver Colorado 
Figure 8: Various regional cities and driving distances from Rapid City. 
Directions, Rural-Urban Classification Data Set 2003. 
 
-Urban Continuum. Source: USDA Website, 
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Distance from Rapid City Classification on Rural
Urban Continuum
349 miles 3 
609 miles 1 
324 miles 3 
297 miles 3 
572 miles 2 
397 miles 1 
Source: Google 
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 Figure 9: Urbanized Area of Rapid City. This figure shows the primary street arteries of the city. 
Source:U.S. Department of Commerce, Economics and Statistics Administration U.S. Census 
Bureau 2000. Accessed November 2012
http://www2.census.gov/geo/maps/urbanarea/ua
 
Figure 10: Aerial view of Rapid City. The “Eastside” is located to the right of the Dakota 
Hogback ridge. The “Westside” is sandwiched between the Dakota Hogback and the Black Hills. 
This photograph also shows the rel
January 27, 2009. Accessed through Flickr in April 2013. 
http://farm4.staticflickr.com/3258/3259575872_6c8649fbe5_z.j
 
 
outline/UA2000/ua73396/ua73396_01.pdf
ative remoteness of the city. Source: Doc Searls, taken on 
pg 
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Figure 11: Rapid Valley in Pennington County is shown in red.
January 2013. 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Pennington_County_South_Dakota_Incorporated_and_Uninco
rporated_areas_Rapid_Valley_Highlighted.svg
 
Figure 12: View of Rapid Valley. 
Flickr in March, 2013. http://farm3.staticflickr.com/2634/3921101265_558928aab2_z.jpg?zz=1
 
 
 Source: Wikimedia. Accessed 
 
Source: Margaret Darby. Taken August 17, 2009. Accessed on 
64 
 
 65 
 
Figure 13: Rapid City in relation to Rural America. Rapid City is the largest blue section in 
western South Dakota. Source: University of Montana. Accessed March 2013. 
http://rtc.ruralinstitute.umt.edu/geography/docs/county3.pdf 
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Figure 14: View of Downtown Rapid City Source: Daniel Elsasser. Taken from Skyline Drive in 
June of 2008. Accessed through Photobucket in December 2013. 
http://i234.photobucket.com/albums/ee22/danielelsasser/ig_1skyline_day_fs.jpg 
 
 
Figure 15: The parking lot selected as the location for Main Street Square. Source: Rapid City 
Journal Online. Taken in 2010.  
http://bloximages.chicago2.vip.townnews.com/rapidcityjournal.com/content/tncms/assets/v3/edit
orial/d/22/d22ac966-0e40-53e7-88fb-1c38231df81c/50775bea674e1.preview-620.jpg 
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Figure 16: View of Main Street Square from the corner of 6th and Main Street. Source: Rundell 
Ernstberger Associates, LLC. Taken in 2011. 
http://www.reasite.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/mss_3.jpg 
 
Figure 17: Main Street Square hosting a local market Source: Rundell Ernstberger Associates, 
LLC. Taken in 2011. http://www.reasite.com/projects/main-street-square/ 
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Figure 18: Crowds flock to the square for free summer entertainment (in this case, a screening of 
the film Cars)  in the summer of 2012. Source: Flickr, Accessed November2012. 
http://farm8.static.flickr.com/7078/7154967023_ae0d7641ac.jpg 
 
 
Figure 19: Main Street Square’s winter ice skating rink in January 2013. Source: Rapid City 
Journal Online. Accessed March 2013. 
http://bloximages.chicago2.vip.townnews.com/rapidcityjournal.com/content/tncms/assets/v3/edit
orial/d/79/d7945627-4aa8-50be-ac27-28a682cd6ac2/50e25c23452e5.preview-620.jpg 
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